During the Ice Age, when the sea level was lowered (submerged sea levels lay 17,000 years before present -130 m to -170 m in Australia and -90 m to -130 m off north east America) 1 , Asian people could pass the Bering strait between Asia and Alaska. From there they spread all over North, Central, and South America. At some sites in Mexico bones of mammoth and other early--dated extinct Pleistocene faunal assemblages were found associated with human artefacts. The Tepexpan skull of the Basin of Mexico was thought to be the first Mexican for many years, but nowadays we have evidence of much older human sites. The stone age hunter did not influence his natural environment in Mexico. Yet, as early as 5,000 years before Christ the people of Mexico began to cultivate different plants 2 . Primitive irrigation schemes were built more than 4,000 years before present. Therefore, we must be aware of the influence of men on the natural environment -on purpose or unintentionally. During thousands of years civilizations developed and declined, migrating people reached the Central Mexican Highland; breakdowns of civilizations occurred, new ones rose. The population density varied, although through the times the number of human beings
I.
During the Ice Age, when the sea level was lowered (submerged sea levels lay 17,000 years before present -130 m to -170 m in Australia and -90 m to -130 m off north east America) 1 , Asian people could pass the Bering strait between Asia and Alaska. From there they spread all over North, Central, and South America. At some sites in Mexico bones of mammoth and other early--dated extinct Pleistocene faunal assemblages were found associated with human artefacts. The Tepexpan skull of the Basin of Mexico was thought to be the first Mexican for many years, but nowadays we have evidence of much older human sites. The stone age hunter did not influence his natural environment in Mexico. Yet, as early as 5,000 years before Christ the people of Mexico began to cultivate different plants 2 . Primitive irrigation schemes were built more than 4,000 years before present. Therefore, we must be aware of the influence of men on the natural environment -on purpose or unintentionally. During thousands of years civilizations developed and declined, migrating people reached the Central Mexican Highland; breakdowns of civilizations occurred, new ones rose. The population density varied, although through the times the number of human beings increased. The settlement or colonization of the antecedents of the modern agrarian societies led to distinct changes of the natural environment. The natural vegetation of the high plateaus was replaced by succesive plant communities that were used to poorer soils and less water. During the mid-Holocene an oak woodland flourished where today a thorn-thicket covers the slopes. Erosion has destroyed the soils where 2,500 years ago the ancient people for the first time cleared the woodland. Soil erosion -in connection with other environmental damages (e.g. lowering of the ground water table) -is due to human influence in Mexico. In the Puebla/Tlaxcala area soil erosion started at 800 years before Christ together with an extensive acquisition of land. Soil erosion has played an important role in history.
In this article I give a brief report on the role of soil erosion in the evolution of the cultural landscape of the Puebla/Tlaxcala area.
II.
A scheme of the three-dimensional development of the natural environment of the Central Mexican Highland during the late Quaternary is given in Figure L Full details regarding the interpretation of the scheme are given elsewhere 3 . Periods of normal or catastrophic processes, stability, and erosion during the past 36,000 years are immediately recognizable. The processes ( Fig. 1) , which are controlled by the bioclimatic milieu, create distinctive soils and landforms. However, before the processes are considered, the climatic criteria which determine the nature of processes need to be considered. During the past 36,000 years three major periods with high erosion intensities can be distinguished: (a) 36,000 to> 32,000 years before present, (b) circa 12,000 years before present, and (c) 10,000 to 8,500 years before present. These periods with high erosion intensities coincide with climatic changes from relative aridity to greater humidity. Figure 1 shows that there is no synchroneous development of the trend of the temperature on the one hand and of the trend of the humidity on the other hand. The temperature curve for the last 36,000 years before present is marked in the tropics of the Central Mexican Highland by an increase between 36,000 and >26,000 years before present, a decrease between ca. 26,000 and ca. 16,000 years before present (with the last glacial temperature minimum around 17,000-16,000 years before present), and an increase of the temperature with minor fluctuations during the period <16,000 to 8,000 years before present. The postglacial climatic optimum is reached 8,000 to 5,000 years before present. Some minor temperature oscillations are recognizable after 5,000 years before present. Under warm but not extremely humid conditions, e.g. the period between ca. 30,000 and 25,000 years before present ( Fig. 1) , the geomorphic processes are mainly restricted to the preparation of the material by weathering, whereas the movement of the material and its export from the catchment is confined to short periods of activity during which considerable work is done. Extremely climatological events, especially in mountain areas, played the essential role in landform development during the late Quaternary in the Central Mexican Highland 4 .
The Holocene portion of Figure 1 shows that the periods of slow or fast sedimentation, stability, and erosion during the past 8,000 years before present are not exclusively controlled by climatic causes. Relatively abrupt environmental changes, such as that caused by the ,12,000 years before present event' 5 , did not occur during the Holocene, but human clearance of forests and woodland led to sudden changes in the amount of denudation. Since 800 years before Christ soil erosion in the Central Mexican Highland is considered to be a serious problem.
III.
The state of our current knowledge on the erosion processes of the Puebla/Tlaxcala area is given in Figure 2 . This synthesis stresses the difficulty of understanding the Holocene erosion processes that led to the impact on the natural environment in Central Mexico. Some questions will be discussed here in brief: (a) Were the geomorphic processes controlled by the climatic milieu during the last 3,000 years? (b) Were the late Holocene processes controlled by man's activity? (c) Or must we think of several processes with varying periodicities that may occasionally coincide, reinforcing one another and creating an overall tendency that is strongly unfavorable or favorable to the geomorphic processes?
More land during the last 2,000 years 10 , no response of rates of erosion to climatic changes could be observed.
IV.
Figure 2 provides an opportunity to discuss the reasons for accelerated soil erosion. It is illustrated by the figure which shows not only the periods of soil erosion in relation to the different cultural phases but also in combination to some social (e.g. irrigation) and environmental (e.g. effectiveness of precipitation, vegetation history) factors, that we need multidisciplinary information in order to comprehend the multiplicity of processes involved in resolving and understanding soil erosion problems.
During the last 3,000 years before present, the geomorphic processes of the Central Mexican Highland up to about 3,000 m altitude were not controlled by the climatic milieu but by man's activity. It is possible to view civilizations as ecosystems that emerge in response to sets of ecological opportunities, that is, econiches to be exploited 11 . The study of soil erosion in Central
Mexico makes clear that the responsible processes of the Tenanyecac period of decline involved at least three major factors, namely a decrease in precipitation, rural depopulation, and insecurity due to political instability. The same denominators of periods of decline are described from ancient Egypt where each retrograde phase coincided with negative social developments within, as well as negative environmental or social interventions from without 12 .
In the Puebla/Tlaxcala area the rates of soil erosion demonstrate that periods of strong human impact on the natural environment coincided with phases of cultural and demographic growth when land use was intensified and many new villages were founded. Periods of decline with rural depopulation led to a minor human impact on the natural environment. We cannot decide yet, whether the periods of decline were mainly caused by damages of the natural environment and/or fluctuations of some climatic elements (e.g. precipitation), because we cannot determine lags in the response of geomorphic processes at short time scales. Four possibilities are shown in Figure 3 : (1) The maximum rate of soil erosion was reached at the beginning of a colonization phase and continued until the end of the period with dense rural population, (2) the maximum rate of soil erosion coincided with the rapid extension of the rural population but diminished soon, because of the adaptation to the new parameters, (3) the maximum rate of soil erosion was reached only at the end of the colonization period, (4) the maximum rate of soil erosion was due to several catastrophic events. The examples of Figure 3 demonstrate that soil erosion may have occurred in the beginning or the falling phase or throughout it; even individual catastrophic events may have caused the soil erosion. However, although the amount of change by soil erosion is known, the relative speed (rate) of change is not.
If there were severe damages of the environment caused by soil erosion throughout the Texoloc and Tezoquipan Phases, the decline of Tenanyecac Phase might be seen in connection with man's impact on the environment. The observed sedimentary records favor the idea that high rates of soil erosion occurred between ca. 600 years before Christ and 100 A.D", i.e. during 700 years. The widespread damage of the natural environment and the diminishing effectiveness of precipitation around 100 A.D. in connection with negative social developments might have been caused the decline of the Tenanyecac Phase.
V.
Man's impact on the soil environment is felt and registered in the form of increasing sedimentation rates in the basin of Puebla /Tlaxcala over the past 2,500-3,000 years. During the last decades it appears that agricultural activities have accelerated soil erosion in a great extent 13 . The montane forests of the volcanoes in altitudes between 3,000 and 3,600 m are being steadily depleted in all areas of the Central Mexican Highland. If present rates of misuse and clearance of the forests persist -and they are likely to accelerate -, the biome, now covering the slopes up to 4,000 m altitude, could be reduced to remnant fragments within less than half a century. This would represent one of the greatest environmental impoverishments in the foreseeable future, and a biological debacle with dimensions that did not occur at any time of the Holocene. If Central Mexico's montane forests disappear within a few decades, the Mexicans will suffer by way of environmental degradation, decline of watershed services, and the like 14 . Already the Valsequillo dam is rapidly being silted up, and Mexico's mountain areas near the Gulf of Mexico have undergone excessive hurricane damage due to loss of mountain forest cover 15 . If we agree with the postulation that civilizations behave as adaptive systems 16 , then the unexpected coincidence of environmental perturbation, poor leadership, social pathology, and external political stress can trigger a catastrophic train of mutually reinforcing events that Mexico's civilization is unable to absorb. If we were able to understand better the long history of the ups and downs of the Mexican civilization, we could call for relevant proposals to resolve the recent environmental problems. 
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